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The Practicing Planner
Riggs Argument: 
Technology Can Reshape and Improve Planning Practice.
In 2012 the White House launched its Digital Government 
Strategy focused on increasing and improving technology 
in government. The strategy included key goals of such as: 
enabling access to high-quality digital government information 
and services anywhere, anytime, on any device; ensuring that 
the government adjust to technology with regard to devices, 
applications, and data; and encouraging innovation and high 
quality services.  Since that time many communities have begun 
to respond but much of that response has been limited in scope 
to “citizen participation in policy making” (Davies & Bawa, 2012).
In this context, I believe that advances in technology, particu-
larly mobile, oer key opportunities to advance communica-
tion and public participation, as well as opportunities to bet-
ter manage planning departments. This relates to the massive 
wave of technology adoption in recent years. As of 2015, 64% 
of Americans have access to a smartphone and 84% have ac-
cess to and use the internet (Perrin & Duggan, 2015; Smith, 
2015). Furthermore social media site usage has grown dramati-
cally over the last decade and now over 65% of Americans use 
such sites (Perrin, 2015).
This new connected capacity allows for new ways of connect-
ing with citizens. Citizens can access documents, processes, 
and events via the internet potentially, more actively partici-
pating, with greater satisfaction, and with increased regular-
ity in engagement. This improved communication can help in 
giving decisions more credibility and authenticity (Picazo-Vela, 
Gutierrez-Martinez & Luna-Reyes, 2012).
This capacity can also reframe the practice of planners. A sur-
vey conducted in 2014 by Kayla Gordon and I revealed that 
87% of planning professionals either are very dependent on 
Internet technology, but only 60% were dependent on mobile 
technology-or could not operate without it (Riggs & Gordon, 
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2015).  This indicates potential eciencies that could be gained 
in the workplace, by better using, understanding and applying 
mobile tools. These did not only include social media tools, 
shown in Table 1, but workplace tools to: increase productiv-
ity (oce tools like Word/Excel and project management tools 
Basecamp); provide better reporting (SeeClickFix and Energ-
Gov); enable better data collection (GIS Data Colelctor, Trac 
Duco, and Tableau). 
Clark Response: 
The Importance of Language
Language has been with us for some considerable time.  Full 
behavioral modernity is believed to have commenced 150,000 
to 50,000 years ago (Tomasello, 1996). Suce it to say we have 
considerable practice talking to one another, and arguing.  Of 
course, we are less practiced with technology.
Planning is dependent upon people changing their perception 
of the future. They must understand the proposals and 
consider the consequences. That is a big deal, given that we 
are manipulating property values and social services.  Modern 
tools have dramatically increased access to information and 
provided a platform for advancing a conversation about these 
important matters. I could not practice planning anymore 
without social media, analytical tools and the depth of 
knowledge found in cyberspace.  
In our planning practice, my rm operated on a fairly stable 
methodology for information acquisition and dissemination. 
First, we would meet in person, whether this was the client or 
the public.  Admittedly the public interaction was often con-
ned to traditional forums; public meetings and other out-
reach events. Later it became apparent that these were not suf-
cient, we needed to reach further to be more inclusive. This is 
often a criticism of technology—it is great for communicating 
with the technologically literate—not so much for those with 
little access or ability with the internet.
■  FOCUS  12  6  ■  A Planner’s Perspective 
More importantly, that rst set of meetings aorded everyone 
the opportunity to avail themselves of thousands of years of 
experience with human interaction. Most everyone can look 
into another’s eyes and acquire those limitless cues that pro-
vide meaning inside and beyond the words. Each face is an 
innity of emoticons.  
But once trust and understanding are established, we can pro-
ceed to our computers to spread the information and acquire 
the thoughts of a great many—always remembering that it 
won’t be everyone, every time. As Professor Riggs notes, the 
planner is responsible for staying up with the technology. As 
people progress to newer platforms and media, so too must 
we.  We must cast a very wide net, staying back with those who 
communicate in traditional ways and venues, and keeping up 
with the vanguard.
Riggs Rebuttal: 
More Work is Needed to Address These Issues.
As alluded to by professor Clark, technology is not the only 
answer to planning problems. There are other valuable ways 
of connecting to stakeholder in planning processes, and there 
are still steps that need to be made to address issues with 
technology adoption. For example here is still substantial 
‘e-lag’ or uneven adoption of technology for public agencies 
and planning departments (Riggs, Steins & Chavan, 2015), 
and there are inconsistencies in approaches to things like 
accessibility and responsive (mobile) design, privacy and 
how planners manage their work. In light of this I would oer 
three topics of reection as planners integrate greater levels of 
technology in their workplaces.
1. Accessibility / Responsive Design: Deployment of a 
website and/or social media presence should consider all 
users, and provide alternatives to user-unfriendly interfaces. 
For instance, a site coded completely with ash may be 
inaccessible to someone with a cognitive impairment, or 
a website without proper markup may be inaccessible to a 
person with a visual impairment that relies on screen reader 
technology (Lazar & Jaeger, 2011). Having an appropriately 
designed and accessibility web platform is an important 
part of this process in ensuring that a mobile equipped 
society can access government documents. Additionally, 
since just one in three Latinos who speak only Spanish go 
online (Fox & Livingston, 2007), simply having a multi-lingual 
web presence cannot be a substitute for good community 
outreach—a factor that Professor Clark reinforced. 
2. Security / Privacy: While having the technical where-
withal to collect and collate data from existing social me-
dia sources related to the agency is potentially invaluable 
it also presents risk. Such tools present security issues, 
sticky political situations, and may constitute generation 
of ocial public agency records that have to be archived 
and managed (Bryer & Zavattaro, 2011). Therefore, prior 
to deployment, it is important to think about questions 
like: What is the eect on the budget and scope in light of 
public records requests? What kind of employee training 
is needed? How do citizens need to be informed that the 
information they submit to web and social platforms even 
becomes a public record? Who owns the public record data 
at the end of the day, cities or vendors?  
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Table 1:
The Top 20 Mobile Apps 
for Planning in 2014
                                 (Gordon, 2014).
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3. Workplace / Workow Management: As referenced in my 
principal argument, digital technology oers new ways of 
knowing and responding to information.  It also promises 
new ways to manage the workplace.  In my 2015 Web Tech-
nology Benchmarking Survey we found that very few plan-
ning oces oer online, e-permitting (Riggs et al., 2015). 
This will likely change in the future as more simple approv-
als are granted via e-permits. I have speculated that it may 
be that we see an airline-kiosk or concierge-oriented ap-
proach to the permit desk in the future were there can be 
more self-service options for permit applicants and citizens 
looking for over the counter products.
Likewise planning managers need to be receptive to changing 
workplace dynamics and the ability to work in less traditional 
environments.  For example, the federal government has made 
aggressive steps to increase telework, by providing o-site 
work tools and exible schedule arrangements (Shanks, 2007). 
Data indicates this has resulted in greater levels of workplace 
satisfaction and commitment, especially for those looking for 
family-friendly work environments (Caillier, 2013). While there 
may be some components of planning practice that require an 
onsite presence, there is also a large component of the work-
day local planning departments would do well to embrace and 
implement such thinking.
In conclusion, reviewing these aspects of an agency’s technol-
ogy portfolio may provide a starting point for thinking about 
how to approach wider adoption alongside existing strategies. 
Clearly there may be other issues that emerge with each local 
application of technology, but moreover, such tools have the 
capacity to both empower and enliven. They can help us con-
tinue to articulate and evolve the way we have communicated 
for years upon years.
References:
Bertot, J. C., Jaeger, P. T. & Hansen, D. 2012. The impact of polic-
es on government social media usage: Issues, challenges, 
and recommendations. Government Information Quar-
terly, 29(1), 30–40.
Bryer, T. A. & Zavattaro, S. M. 2011. Social media and public 
administration: Theoretical dimensions and introduction 
to the symposium. Administrative Theory & Praxis, 33(3), 
325–340.
Caillier, J. G. 2013. Satisfaction With Work-Life Benets and 
Organizational Commitment/Job Involvement Is There a 
Connection? Review of Public Personnel Administration, 
33(4), 340–364.
Davies, T. G. & Bawa, Z. A. 2012. The promises and perils of open 
Government data (OGD). The Journal of Community Infor-
matics, 8(2). Retrieved from http://www.ci-journal.net/in-
dex.php/ciej/article/view/929/955
Fox, S. & Livingston, G. 2007. Latinos Online: Hispanics with 
Lower Levels of Education and English Prociency Remain 
Largely Disconnected from the Internet. Pew Hispanic 
Center. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED495954
Lazar, J. & Jaeger, P. T. 2011. Reducing barriers to online access 
for people with disabilities. Issues in Science and Technol-
ogy, 17(2), 68–82.
Perrin, A. 2015. Social Media Usage: 2005-2015. Pew Research 
Center: Internet, Science & Tech. Retrieved from http://
www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/08/social-networking-
usage-2005-2015/
Perrin, A. & Duggan, M. 2015. Americans’ Internet Access: 2000-
2015. Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech. Re-
trieved from http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/06/26/
americans-internet-access-2000-2015/
Picazo-Vela, S.; Gutierrez-Martinez, I., & Luna-Reyes, L. F. 2012. 
Understanding risks, benets, and strategic alternatives 
of social media applications in the public sector. Govern-
ment Information Quarterly, 29(4), 504–511.
Riggs, W. & Gordon, K. 2015. How is mobile technology 
changing city planning? Developing a taxonomy 
for the future. Environment and Planning B: Plan-
ning and Design, 0265813515610337. http://doi.
org/10.1177/0265813515610337
Riggs, W.; Steins, C., & Chavan, A. 2015. City Planning De-
partment Technology Benchmarking Survey 2015. Re-
trieved May 20, 2015, from http://www.planetizen.com/
node/73480/city-planning-department-technology-
benchmarking-survey-2015
Shanks, J. R. 2007. Federal telework: A model for the private 
sector. Public Manager, 36(2), 59.
Smith, A. (2015). U.S. Smartphone Use in 2015. Retrieved 
from http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/01/us-smart-
phone-use-in-2015/
Tallerman, Maggie; Gibson, Kathleen Rita. 2012.  The Oxford 
Handbook of Language Evolution. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.
Tomasello, Michael. 1996. The Cultural Roots of Language.  In 
B. Velichkovskiĭ & D. Rumbaugh (eds.)  Communicating 
meaning  : the evolution and development of language. 
New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum. 
A Planner’s Perspective: Williams & Riggs
